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Field Crops Newsletter:
In General:
This will be the first newsletter since my
appointment as Area Specialized Agent for Agronomic
Crops in the area including Carroll, Montgomery, Attala,
Leake, Madison, Scott, and Rankin Counties. I hope to
continue working with the eastern portion or hill part of
Holmes County as well since I have worked with this area
for the past eleven years, but this is not yet official. Those
of you in Carroll, Montgomery, Holmes, and Attala
Counties who have received the letter for a long time know
that this letter and personal visits are my favorite ways of
reaching people. For those receiving the letter for the first
time, please don’t decide immediately that I am nuts; wait
a while before making that decision.
There is no doubt that seven counties is a huge
area for anyone to serve, but difficult situations just take a
little more effort. It will take time to find the best way to
organize my work so as to best serve you, but together we
will get there. I am optimistic that this new system will
work, simply because we will be able to focus more
directly on the problems you face without having our time
and efforts siphoned away on other subjects. I ask you to
be positive about the changes that have been made.
Mississippi is not the only state making changes like this,
and some have operated this way for a number of years.
We have been able to take advantage of lessons learned in
other areas to make our system work well. With all that
said, let’s talk about crops.
Cotton:

After several years of what may be termed
“roulette farming” we should not be surprised by the
surprises. This year has been a tough one so far, especially
for cotton. Getting and keeping a stand has been a
challenge for many of you, while others have been more
fortunate. This year, the big factor was when you planted,
without much regard to what seed, fungicide, or insecticide
you might have used. Those who planted early and were
able to get a stand established by about May 10th have
fared best since most of these plants were able to tolerate
the late May “winter” we had. Fields planted around the
10th to 15th of May, the period we have always regarded as
“safe” for planting, were subjected to some of the worst
field conditions I have ever witnessed. Many of these
fields were replanted, and it’s likely that more should have
been since plants have continued to die during the
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extended dry period that followed. Several factors,
including snails, low temperatures, poor drainage, thrips,
aphids, seedling disease, and poor seedling emergence
have contributed to our problems.
Finally, most have received the “general” rain we
needed about three weeks ago, and stunted plants are
making an effort to recover. Cotton is a very tough plant,
and it will recover more than might be apparent today.
Last week, I made a trip around the area, and I was amazed
at how well some fields looked while others are only
beginning to grow. We should remember the lesson of last
year when early-planted fields were damaged by boll rot
and later fields produced our best yields and grades. This
odd situation may not repeat itself, but the lesson is that
anything can happen. We must continue to provide the
crop with basic needs of weed control, insect control, and
fertility. I learned a long time ago that we can’t allow
ourselves to give up on cotton. Its ability to survive and
produce is one of the main reasons we grow it. This kind
of talk may seem strange to those who have cotton that is
on-track with growth and fruiting, but consider yourself
fortunate if you have avoided the major challenges so far.
Your turn may be next.
Maturity stage in area fields ranges from as early
as the 5-node stage to as high as 14 to 16-nodes, a spread
of about 35 to 40 days if you consider that a node is
generated every 3.5 to 4 days this time of year. The real
problem is that some of you have this range of maturity on
the same farm, or in some cases in the same field. I can’t
tell you not to be concerned about this, but as we often say
in Extension; “when you have lemons, make lemonade”.
Keep working with the crop as best you can, and things
will level out to some degree later. The big problems will
be controlling insects and defoliating stands like this.
Thank goodness we don’t have weevils to contend with;
they would be a real nightmare under these conditions.
Our main pest now is the cotton aphid. Deciding
what to do with this insect is difficult since it is the
primary food source for many of our best beneficials. The
dry weather really compounded the problem, but now that
we have moisture, plants should be able to compete with
aphids, and we should be able to avoid treating, thereby
preserving beneficials.
Late planted and replanted cotton is especially susceptible
to damage by aphids, but very often the fungus Neozygites
fresenii arrives about the time we decide to treat, and many

of the insecticides we have are tolerated by aphids.
Indications are that by the time you get this letter the
fungus may have already done its good work.
Plant bugs and fleahoppers are also present in
fields, although most are below threshold levels. Older
fields will soon be able to tolerate more bugs without
significant square loss. I would suggest that you be as
conservative as possible in the use of insecticides, and
allow bennies to develop before our main worm pests
arrive. This is where you must make the management
decision as to how important a few days of earliness are to
you. Taking this attitude may seem strange, but under
these economic conditions the bottom line is the most
important thing.
I suggest you call the Cotton Insect Hotline at 1800-445-4931 at least weekly to keep up with the changing
insect situation, and also visit the Cotton Insect Situation
web page to keep up with trap captures around the state
and in our area. The address is:
http://www.msstate.edu/Entomology/CIS/CISTABLE.html
.
Corn:

The range in maturity of corn is just as great as
with cotton. We also had problems getting and keeping
good stands. Sugar cane beetles were a tremendous
problem in much of the area. The lesson learned is that we
can no longer avoid in-furrow treatments to prevent
damage caused by this and other early-season corn insects.
Although most of the crop was planted early, and
tolerated the late May cool period much better than cotton,
maturity was slowed. The crop was not as far along as it
could have been when drought stress arrived. There is
little doubt that the shortage of moisture will limit yields to
some degree this year. Fields that look good from the road
were showing significant water stress out in the field 7 to
10 days prior to receiving rain. Rainwater will of course
help fill out kernels, but carbohydrate production was
significantly reduced for at least a two-week period. How
this will translate into yield remains to be seen, but my
guess is that we will see something like a 20 percent yield
reduction due to lack of water. Other factors, including
protein content, development of the starchy endosperm
portion of the grain, and test weight may also be affected.
Corn that matures under conditions like this should be
harvested as quickly as possible to avoid weather damage
to which it is more susceptible. Avoiding lodging caused
by southwestern corn borer is another reason to plan on
timely harvesting. According to Dr. Don Parker, SWCB
moth trap captures over most of this area have been
relatively low compared with other areas of the state, so
we should not see the levels of damage other areas may
experience. Localized areas may see higher populations;
scout fields for damage as ears begin to mature.

Soybeans:
So far, this has been the most trouble-free crop
this year. Snails have also been a problem in some
soybean fields, but populations were not as high as in some
no-till cotton. Beneficial insects are at good levels in most
fields. Pests found in sweep netting include leaf beetles,
three cornered alfalfa hoppers, and low levels of stinkbug.
Most levels have been below threshold, although some
fields have been treated.
Most fields are planted to glyphosate-tolerant
varieties, so weedy fields are rare. Most stands are good,
although some wet areas failed to produce good plant
populations. In general, the soybean crop is in good
condition, and has received rain in time to prevent serious
damage from drought. Yield potential in general is still
good for soybeans.
The Farm Bill:
For most farmers, this is the big issue these days.
Understanding the law and making the right choices with
regard to updating bases and yields will be the first order
of business. The choices you make will be in effect
throughout the six-year life of the legislation, so think this
through carefully. Decision-making software is being
developed by the MSU Dept. of Ag. Economics, and can
be downloaded from their site:
http://www.agecon.msstate.edu/farmpolicy . We are still
in the early stages of preparing to implement the farm bill;
more meetings will be held around the state to inform you
of your options and opportunities – try to attend as many
of these as you can since new information will be
developed as time goes on.
In Summary:
I have been too long-winded already; I won’t bore
you with more. The next few months will be filled with
challenges; call on me if I can be of help to you. Phone
numbers are: Office – 662-289-5431, FAX – 662-2896091, e-mail – ernestf@ext.msstate.edu. Thanks for your
time.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Specialized Agent – Agronomic Crops
Mississippi State University Extension Service

